
Sources, Uses and Quality of Local Govt Finance National Statistics

This note provides the following information regarding Local Government Finance National Statistics produced by the Scottish Government:
· the uses made of the statistics, including decisions they inform;
· the quality and reliability of the statistics in relation to potential uses;
· the needs of users of these statistics;
· the data sources used.



NATIONAL STATISTICS PUBLICATIONS
Scottish Local Government Financial Statistics (SLGFS) is an annual publication that provides a comprehensive overview of Scottish local authority financial activity. The publication covers local authority income, revenue and capital expenditure, outstanding debt, local taxation and local authority pensions.

Council Tax Collection Statistics (CTCS) presents the amount of net council tax billed and received by local authorities in each year since 1993/94. It also shows the in-year collection rates and the annual cumulative rates for the most recent financial year.


USES OF THE STATISTICS

Internal (Scottish Government) uses
The Scottish Government uses these statistics to meet a range of policy needs.
Particular uses of the SLGFS and CTCS data include:
· Providing an annual summary of local government finance to parliament (statutory requirement).
· Providing evidence for policy development and monitoring in Local Government Finance and other policy areas within the Scottish Government. 
· Providing primary indicator data used in local government funding distribution.
· Forecasting future local government income.
· Providing briefing to Scottish Government Ministers.
· Answering Parliamentary Questions. 

Specific examples of how the statistics have informed government decision making include:
· Estimating the costs of new business rates policies such as “Fresh Start” which offers 50% relief for a period of three years to empty shops and offices that are brought back into use, and “New Start” which offers empty new build properties 100% relief for a period of 18 months.
· Providing key evidence for “The Council Tax (Variation for Unoccupied Dwellings) (Scotland) Regulations 2013/14” bill which provides local authorities with discretionary power to vary the council tax discount for certain categories of empty properties.  
· Providing data on revenue expenditure by local authorities on ferries which is used as a primary indicator in the Grant Aided Expenditure (GAE) local government funding distribution methodology (Support of Ferries ‘GAE line’).
· Forecasting business rates income which feeds directly into the Scottish Government budget.


External uses
The table below summarises the volume of external data requests answered over the past two years broken down into different organisation types.  This does not include simple requests where, for example, an external user making a telephone enquiry was directed to the relevant Scottish Government publication.

	Organisation Type
	Total

	Local Government
	143

	Central Government
	115

	Higher/Further Education
	45

	Private Sector
	37

	Other Public Sector
	37

	Voluntary Sector
	21

	Parliament
	11

	NHS
	6

	Member of Public
	1

	Total
	416


Table 1. External data requests by organisation type (2011-12 & 2012-13).

To illustrate how the SLGFS and CTCS statistics have been used to inform external data users, some specific examples of data provided to different users are provided below:
· Council tax assumptions data for the annual Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) Council Tax Statistics publication.
· Planning applications income and expenditure data for Audit Scotland.
· Waste Collection and Waste Disposal expenditure data for private sector waste management consultancy.
· Council tax discount levels (for each of the 32 Scottish council areas) for one specific local authority.
· Time series of at-home social care data for House of Lords library.
· Local government capital expenditure forecasts for HM Treasury Public Expenditure Statistical Analysis (PESA).
· Local Government income and expenditure data for Office for National Statistics Annual Abstract of Statistics.
· Local Authority income from parking charges for newspaper journalists.
· Mental health expenditure data provided to the Northern Ireland Assembly.
· Public transport expenditure analysis for Department for Transport to be used in their annual Bus Statistics publication.


DATA QUALITY
Scottish Local Government Finance Statistics and Council Tax Collection Statistics are National Statistics publications. They have been produced to the high professional standards set out in the Code of Practice for Official Statistics. These statistics undergo regular quality assurance reviews to ensure that they meet customer needs.


Data validation
During data collection, a number of checks are carried out on the raw data to ensure the incoming data is of high quality (before any analysis is carried out). This procedure (called validation) is carried out for all Local Government Finance statistical returns and aims to detect and correct any data points which are wrong, as well as confirming the reasons for any genuine data points which on first inspection look unusual. 
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Chart 1. Data validation process

As shown in Chart 1, some “built-in” checks are carried out when the data provider (local authority) is completing the statistical return (either through a Microsoft Excel sheet or the Scottish Government’s ProcXed online collection tool). These checks will generally flag up potential errors to the data provider who can then correct errors (or add explanatory comments for queried entries that are genuine) while they complete the return.
In addition to the built-in checks, Scottish Government statistical staff will carry out further checks when the data are received and then ask data providers to confirm or correct any queried entries (and then re-submit their return).
Validation checks (and whether they are built-in or not) are specified by statisticians and vary to some extent depending on the content and purpose of the statistical return. For simple validation checks (including many of the built-in checks), queries can often be resolved very quickly. However, for more complex queries, it can on occasion take several weeks to fully resolve the issues (through correspondence between the Scottish Government and the data provider).

Built-in validation checks include:
· confirming data are provided for all essential entries;
· confirming the return has been approved by the local authority’s director of finance;
· confirming expenditure data are given to the nearest pound (no decimals);
· where data on different parts of a form are related, checking they are consistent (for example, checking that detailed breakdowns sum to the relevant control total).

Other typical validation checks include: 
· comparing data in a return to data in previous returns (and other known sources if possible), and investigating large variations;
· comparing received data from different local authorities to identify, and subsequently investigate, unusual data points;
· confirming with policy colleagues that data are consistent with known changes in government policies (for example, the council tax freeze).


Accounting standards
Local authorities have a legal duty under the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 (section 12)  to follow proper accounting practice, enforced through audit. To maximise data quality, our data collections are based on the relevant accounting practices and standards followed by local authority accountancy staff.  For example, the local financial returns collect revenue expenditure data based on the categories used by local authorities (following the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy [CIPFA] Service Reporting Code of Practice [SeRCOP]).
The categories in the LFR forms collecting service expenditure are very closely aligned to the SeRCOP sub-service categories (i.e. almost all LFR categories are directly linked to sub-services specified in SeRCOP). The exception is Education where LFR 01 uses simplified categories and the guidance explains how to allocate expenditure for the SeRCOP categories to the LFR categories. 
There should therefore be a reasonable degree of comparability between data across Scottish local authorities, particularly at the higher “Service Level” (e.g. Education, Social Work).
It is anticipated that wherever possible most costs would be directly identified to the relevant sub-service. In identifying costs to sub-service level there is however some  potential for inconsistent reporting across local authorities based on local accounting practice. This can be due to:
· The application of judgement when identifying the relevant sub-service activity for a particular item of expenditure. For example, expenditure on grit for treating roads would clearly be attributed to the Winter Maintenance sub-service in Roads & Transport whereas a local authority could potentially have to apply judgement when allocating expenditure on festivals to sub-service Culture & Heritage or sub-service Tourism (both within the service level category of Cultural & Related Services).
· The allocation of common costs over several sub-service categories (for example where a council employee covers more than one sub-service in Social Work). Due to the varied operating structures and systems used by authorities there is no single 'right' way of doing this. CIPFA however provides advice in SeRCOP on some of the principles that should be applied when apportioning or identifying costs to sub-services.
[bookmark: _GoBack]To minimise  the issues detailed above it should be noted that CIPFA and the Scottish Government both provide advice and guidance to local authorities to aid consistency (and final accounts are subject to audit). Work is ongoing to further improve comparability of data between councils as detailed in the quality improvement activities section, below.


Quality Improvement Activities
We regularly review the quality of the data we collect and look to implement improvements. Before each data collection, potential data quality issues are considered and, where necessary, improvements actions are identified and implemented.
Improvement activities often include detailed discussions with our data providers (local authorities) and a range of users of our statistics. Examples are given below.

LFR Review
The recent LFR Review (2012) was a major review of the Local Financial Return (LFR) forms which collect extensive data on local authority revenue expenditure (for example on services such as: Education; Social Work; Cultural and Related Services).
The aim of the review (instigated by the Scottish Government) was to update and improve the information collected through the LFRs to ensure the provision of timely and high quality data whilst minimising unnecessary complications or burden.
The review took place over a period of around 6 months and the review group, consisting of representatives from the Scottish Government, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA), local authorities (Directors of Finance and Accountants) and CIPFA, met several times over this period (in addition to e-mail correspondence).
As a result of the review, the following key improvements have been implemented: 
· The collection structure was compared to local authority accounting standards and, where appropriate, changes were made to better reflect local authority accounts to reduce the burden on local authority data providers and improve comparability between local authorities. 
· The timing of the collection was changed to enable audited data to be collected. 
· A summary sheet was added to pull together data from the collections for different services and to match the LFR data to published local authority accounts. 
· The collection was streamlined to ensure only essential data were collected, hence some previously collected data were removed from the forms (with the aim of reducing the burden on data providers).
· To improve comparability, the definition of support services was changed to be more prescriptive as to what should and should not be included.


Improvement Service Benchmarking
The Society of Local Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE) and the Improvement Service has been developing “benchmarking” indicators which will replace the former Statutory Performance Indicators used by Audit Scotland.
A key data source for the indicators is the service expenditure data collected in the LFRs, and the Scottish Government continues to work closely with the Improvement Service and local authorities to improve the comparability of the data between councils. In particular the guidance associated with the LFRs has been improved, and a joint validation process (with the Scottish Government and the Improvement Service) is being developed for the relevant data.
More information on the benchmarking project is available on the Improvement Service website (www.improvementservice.org.uk/benchmarking).


Comparability with other parts of the UK
Statistics on local government finance in England and Wales can be found here:
Local Government Finance Statistics - England
Local Government Finance 2013 (Wales)

Although many of the statistics in the publications for Scotland, England and Wales report similar financial data, and adopt broadly common accounting standards, there are some variations in definitions for different countries.

Expenditure on services reported in the SLGFS publication are in line with the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) Service Reporting Code of Practice (SeRCOP) for Scotland, but SeRCOP categories for England and Wales differ to some extent. For example, when reporting on Cultural and Related Services, the table below illustrates the fact that in England and Wales there is a separate category for Open Spaces, whereas in Scotland this is included under a broader category of “Recreation and Sport”. All other categories match exactly.

	Scotland
	England and Wales

	Culture and Heritage
	Culture and Heritage

	Library Services
	Library Services

	Recreation and Sport
	Recreation and Sport

	
	Open Spaces

	Tourism
	Tourism

	Service Management and Support Services
	Service Management and Support Services


Table 2. Cultural and Related Services – Mandatory Divisions of Service

If further advice is required on the definitions used in Scottish Local Government Financial Statistics, please contact lgfstats@scotland.gsi.gov.uk (0131 244 7033).

It should also be noted that Scottish council tax collection statistics are not directly comparable with those other parts of the UK authorities because of different collection regimes – Scotland’s collection rates include water charges.


Revisions and Corrections
SLGFS and CTCS publications comply with the Scottish Government’s policy on revisions and corrections, available on the relevant Scottish Government web pages.
[Practice 6 - http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/About/compliance].





NEEDS OF USERS

Meetings with users
To ensure our statistics are meetings the needs of users, and to learn more about how our statistics are used, we often meet with our customers to get their views.

Regular meetings with users of our statistics
Local authorities provide a wide range of services and therefore government colleagues from a number of different areas have an interest in our statistics. To discuss their requirements, and to provide advice on the use and presentation of the statistics, we frequently meet with Scottish Government colleagues from different policy areas (most notably Local Government, Education and Social Work).
For example, at a meeting with Education colleagues, we discussed the implications of an amendment to The Education (Additional Support for Learning) (Scotland) Act, which indicates that Scottish Ministers now have a duty to collect and publish a range of information from education authorities on additional support needs, including the cost of provision. As a result, an additional row has been added to the LFR 01 (Education) to collect the required financial data.

The Office for National Statistics (ONS) is a regular user of our local government statistics and we recently agreed to meet on an annual basis with ONS colleagues working in Local Government and Public Corporations Accounts.  The first meeting was in summer 2012 and gave us a clearer view of how ONS use our data, and their ongoing requirements, and also resulted in useful discussion of issues relating to our statistics – for example, the implications for ONS of Police and Fire expenditure in Scotland being moved out of local government (due to the creation of a new single Scottish Police Service and a new single Fire & Rescue Service).

Ad-hoc meetings with users of our statistics
On a number of occasions users of our statistics have contacted us and we have subsequently met to discuss the statistics and their requirements.
For example, a meeting with accountants from Inverclyde Council and East Ayrshire Council alerted us to the importance of local authority benchmarking indicators being developed using our revenue expenditure data and the need to improve the definitions of “support services” used in the guidance issued to data providers.  We fed these concerns directly into the work of the LFR Review Group and this resulted in improved guidance and hence more comparable statistics.  



User engagement through the ScotStat network
ScotStat is a network for users and providers of Scottish Official Statistics. It aims to improve communication amongst those interested in particular statistics and facilitate the setting up of working groups on specific statistical issues. It also provides a forum for users of our statistics to let us know how they use our statistics and make us aware of any specific needs or concerns they have regarding our statistics.

The ScotStat register allows users and providers of Scottish Statistics to contact each other and consult on specific topics of interest. Registered users may select the topics they are interested in (e.g. Local Government Finance) and will receive email notification of publications and consultations.

The Scottish Economic Statistics Consultants Groups (SESCG) is the ScotStat committee that considers issues relating to local government finance statistics and, at the meeting of this committee on 1 October 2013, a paper detailing the work on the LFR Review was presented for information and discussion. 
Papers and minutes from this committee are published on the Scottish Government website [http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Economy/ScotStat/Meetings].


Areas of unmet need
Customers sometimes request the following:
· Audited capital expenditure data. Currently we collect pre-audited capital expenditure data from local authorities. As part of a wider review of our capital returns, we will look at the possibility of collecting audited data, and the potential impact on the timing of our SLGFS publication.
· Earlier publication of our financial data.  We recently brought forward the timing of our Council Tax Collection Statistics from July to May (following the end of the preceding financial year).  We also considered the publication timing of our revenue expenditure data. However, given the move to audited revenue data which came out of the LFR Review, it is not currently possible to bring this forward. Essentially we now publish audited data within the same timescale as we previously published pre-audited data (approximately 10 months after the end of the previous financial year).
· The Office for National Statistics recently asked if it would be possible to get revenue expenditure data in January (ahead of publication of SLGFS in February), to feed into another Official Statistics publication. We will look at the possibility of providing this under pre-release access rules prior to publication of SLGFS in February 2014. 


How to comment and get involved
We are always keen to get the views of external customers on our statistics publications, and to learn more about their needs and how they use our data. If you would like to get involved, the main mechanisms for doing this are through:
· The ScotStat network (discussed above).
· Email and telephone correspondence.
· Meetings with Scottish Government statistical staff.
Contact details are provided on our web pages.
[http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Local-Government-Finance/Contacts].



SOURCES
The following data collections are the main sources of both of our Local Government Finance National Statistics publications. All data are administrative data provided by all of the 32 Scottish local authorities, hence there is no missing or imputed data. Council tax and non-domestic rates data are provided through the online ProcXed system – Excel forms are no longer being updated. Forms and guidance for revenue and capital data can be found at:
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Local-Government-Finance/DataSupplierArea


Local Financial Returns (LFR)
The LFRs collect data on revenue income and expenditure for services such as Education, Social Work and Roads & Transport. Local authorities are obliged to provide this information under Section 18 of the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973. Final outturn expenditure statistics relating to each Local Authority, Joint Board and Regional Transport Partnership are collected on an annual basis in this series of detailed returns.

Council Tax Receipts Return (CTRR)
The CTRR return monitors council collection levels for council tax and community charge. Information is collected relating to the amounts billed and received and the year which the payment refers to.

Council Tax Base (CTAXBASE)
The CTAXBASE figures provide the number of properties in each council tax band in each local authority area, including those with exemptions and discounts.

Council Tax Assumptions (CTAS)
The CTAS form asks councils to set out the assumptions used in setting their Band D council tax levels, and discounts provided for second homes and long term empty properties.

Non Domestic Rates Income (NDRI) Return 
The NDRI return collects data on the amount of NDR income each year. For this there is a cycle of four returns to collect estimates and the final amount of income – The Provisional Contributable Amount, Mid-year Estimate, Notified and Audited (Certified) Returns.

Capital Expenditure Returns (CR 1, 2, 3, 4 and Final)
The capital returns collect forecast and outturn income and expenditure data relating to capital income and expenditure for each local authority (including joint boards). 

Scottish Assessors Non-domestic Rates Valuation Roll
The Valuation Roll is a dataset of all non-domestic (business) properties in Scotland providing information on properties and their corresponding rateable values.  It is owned and held by the Scottish Assessors Association who provide the Scottish Government with access.  The Valuation Roll is continually updated by the Scottish Assessors to make alterations to existing properties, add new properties or remove demolished properties.  More information is available at:  http://www.saa.gov.uk/valroll.html.
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